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Abstract 
 
This internship report puts focus on the neighborhood vigilante groups providing security in 
communities in the hillsides between La Paz and El Alto in Bolivia. It addresses the failure of the 
state to provide citizen security, and ask to, how local organizations working in the intersection 
between formal community work, described in national laws and informal settlements working on 
the limits (and across) the law.  
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Introduction 
Problem field 
 
In contemporary Bolivia there are severe problems with securing the rule of law and a well 
functioning justice system with access for all Bolivians, such as it is promised in the Constitution 
and the Law of Citizen Security (ALPB 2012). Citizen security was in 2012 measured, in a huge 
investigation made by the National Observatory of Citizen Security to be the biggest preoccupation 
in Bolivia today (ONSC 2012). It is closely linked to the little trust in the pubic institutions, 
especially those within the juridical system such as police, the National Observatory writes (Ibid.: 
20). This, it is also stated, has risen remarkably the last years. And it is shared with the rest of the 
continent; Latin America was in 2013 denounced the second most insecure region in the world1. In 
the absence of state help, communities have been largely “self-constructed”, writes the 
anthropologist Kotonias (Kotonias 2009: 10). According to the American anthropologist Daniel 
Goldstein, who has made a considerable work on vigilantism in Bolivia, the insecurity has created 
“spaces of tremendous creativity” in developing new form of security management (Goldstein 
2012: 5)2. The Bolivian State is indeed making efforts in improving citizen security and increase the 
territorial coverage of the justice system. The initiatives of Community Police stations, the Law of 
Citizen Security from 2012 (ALPB 2012) and the special police forces against violence, drugs and 
violence against women3 are examples of this. But the statement in an article from the national 
newspaper La Razon in August 2013 about neighborhood vigilante groups in La Paz expresses what 
seems to be the opinion of many; “until the police is what it is supposed to be, this way [neighbor 
vigilante patrols] seems to be the best possible”4 (La Razon 2013). The investigation from the 
Observatory on Citizen Security confirms this; most often, people turn to neighborhood 
organizations or private security companies to provide security for themselves and their community 
(ONSC 2012: 20). As an example, Mark Unger, an American political scientist that has made an 
extended research on community policing in Latin America, has found that private security guards 
                                                
1 Stated by the Interamerican Bank of Development, BID, 
http://www.vanguardia.com.mx/americalatinalasegundaregionmasinseguradelmundobid-1720755.html (26/1/14). 
2 Risør gives a good example from her field work in Bolivia of this creativity, “a group of neighbors have painted 
the logo of an imaginary security company on the walls on the street, hoping to scare potential thieves away with 
traces of a fictive security company called Sistema Total de Seguridad” (Risør 2010: 477). 
3 The special policeforces are called ”Fuerza Especial de Lucha contra la Violencia” (FELCV) and ”Fuerza 
Especial de Lucha Contra el Crimen” (FELCC) 
4 “hasta que la policia sea lo que debe ser, parece el major camino posible” 
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have outnumbered public police officers in nearly every Latin American country (Unger 2007: 20). 
According to a publication from InSight Crime, there were, in 2012, 563 private security guards 
employed by some 39 security-firms operating in La Paz (InSight Crime 2012). In Bolivia there are 
various form of security provisions that are not directly state led, or at least, decentralized to a large 
extent. The first being the formal justice system’s use of local police forces “Policia Comunitaria” 
(Community Police). The second is the indigenous justice system (Justicia Indigena Originaria 
Campesina). Then comes the local form of neighborhood vigilantism, sometimes by the illegal use 
of lynching. To this comes the increased use of private security companies, as mentioned earlier. To 
get a grip of the different forms, when and how they are used is not easy. Sometimes it seems to be 
rather mixed together, not always very organized, and not very well documented or officially 
registered. This confusion is to a large extent encapsulated in the term “Community Justice”. For 
some, this means the act of taking the law into one’s own hands, for example lynching. In other 
occasions it means the State-recogniced indigenous justice, a formalized system of legal pluralism 
(Defensor del Pueblo 2007).  
A study of neighbors and security, methodological remarks 
My effort will be to scrutinize one of these local initiatives to provide security in the absence of the 
state’s provision of ditto, namely the neighborhood vigilante groups. I will ask to how they are 
organized and how they came about in the first place. How do these civil forces interrelate with 
State institutions? And how do they, themselves provide citizen security? This study is an internship 
report, made during my internship stay at the Danish Embassy in La Paz, Bolivia. My first attention 
on the topic ‘citizen security’ in Bolivia comes primarily from my insights in the “access to justice” 
program of the Embassy. It has a strong focus on improving the citizens’ satisfaction with, and trust 
in, the justice system, increasing the national coverage of ditto and in general improving citizen 
security. The community organizations play a crucial role within the area of citizen security, even 
though there is not a great focus on this in the national programs and reforms of the justice sector.  
I consider this report as a pre-study for a possible master-thesis investigation. This study is thus the 
first part of the process in getting deeper into the field. My overall research objective is dual. On the 
one side I wish to discuss if the local, informal neighborhood vigilantes, who occasionally work on 
the marginal of the law, are being justified with the help of the label “community justice” and the 
collaboration with the official police? On the other hand I wish to understand on which reasons and 
motives the neighbors organize themselves to provide security. I will ask to how their neighborhood 
vigilantism works and how they, as citizens experience the state. I will not be able to answer all 
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these questions in depth here, but I will, with my discussions set the stage for a more profound 
future investigation. My focus is the city of La Paz (where the seat of government is situated), 
mostly the hillsides to El Alto, one of the world’s most fast-growing urbanizations, currently 
counting around 1,5 mio inhabitants (Lazar 2006). My fieldwork has taken place in January 2014, 
and contains three interviews and one visit to a neighborhood where I observed, filmed and 
conversed more informally with the people. The interviewed are presidents of community 
organizations within the macrodistrict of Cotahuma (around 153.000 inhabitants5), in La Paz. 
Freddy Mercado is the president of the central Vigilante Committee of Cotahuma, Ismael 
Quintanilla is president of the council of the zone called Pasankeri and Omar Loayza is president of 
Tembladerani. They are also the ones who invited me to visit the neighborhood of Nueva Vida, also 
part of Cotahuma. We attended a neighborhood assembly taking place on the sparse play ground in 
Nueva Vida, my participation was explained by Freddy Mercado as me being his future consultant 
on erosion and drainage, which was the topic of the meeting. I have transcribed the most central 
parts of my interviews; the rest is recorded and can be handed in if necessary.  
 
Many anthropologists and political scientists have studied the phenomenon of lynching in Bolivia 
(Goldstein 2003, 2005, 2012; Risør 2010; Kotonias 2009), shedding light on the brutal ways that 
the ‘vecinos’ (neighbors) treat interrogators in their neighborhood; by literally burning them while 
crowds of people are watching. It is indeed tempting to ask why lynching, such a violent and 
“inhumane” act of punishment, exists (to a rather high degree) in Bolivia, when there is a 
functioning and constitutionally recognized system of legal pluralism, that secures a version of 
community justice that sometimes is more reachable than the ordinary state system? But what is of 
my interest here is how the lack of citizen security in Bolivia has initiated also less brutal forms of 
providing security, and not only lynching. But I will certainly make use of the extended works of 
the mentioned authors in my analysis. As well as I will refer to news articles from the Bolivian 
newspapers that present cases or events dealing with neighborhood vigilantism, or the like.  
 
Before presenting the case of neighborhood security provision in La Paz I would like to shed light 
on some central events, reforms and norms in the history and development of the Bolivian state. In 
this, I will focus on the upcoming of the formalization of legal pluralism. After this I will shortly 
discuss the legitimacy of the contemporary Bolivian state and the status of citizen security. With 
                                                
5 Read more on Cotahuma here: http://www.redcotahuma.sinapsisbolivia.org/localizacion.html (accessed 2/2/14) 
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this overview as my point of departure I will dig into the form of community policing chosen, 
understood as an example of the privatization of security in Bolivia.  
History and development of the Bolivian state 
 
Bolivia is a multiethnic and very diverse country. The most recent Census of the population (2012) 
estimates that 42% identifies itself with one of the many indigenous ‘nations’ within Bolivia. It is 
interesting to notice that this percentage has fallen dramatically since the previous census (2010), 
which estimated 62% of the population to be of indigenous origin. This has been a hot political 
topic in the Bolivian media after the publication in September 2013. The census used new ways to 
measure indigeneity, as well as the interesting fact that the term ‘mestizo’ disappeared, due to 
considerations of the term being discriminatory6 (Eju.tv 2013). Some analysts state that the fact that 
the indigenous peoples are now a minority is a threat to the legitimacy of the Bolivian state and its 
new Plurinational Constitution7 (ibid.). Though, 42% is still a big part. The strong presence of 
indigenous peoples in the public sphere has probably worked as a factor for justifying, or making 
necessary (and understandable for the non-indigenous part of the population) a strong focus on 
indigenous politics. It has been the clear policy of the Morales-government to recognize traditional 
indigenous systems of health, organization forms and autochthonous systems of justice. The 
indigenous peoples in contemporary Bolivia have their origins from many different indigenous 
groups (it hard to tell exactly how many, but the official number of different languages is 34). The 
most dominant are Quechua and Aymara, the last from which the president Evo Morales originates. 
The two groups were among the first peoples to be conquered by the Inca Empire, and have in their 
long existence been mixed with Incas and Spanish colonizers resulting in the fact that very few 
“pure-blood” Quechuas or Aymaras are left today (Waddington 2003). The Aymara people were 
organized in small entities called Ayllus. It is an Andean form of community organization of pre-
Columbian origin, aiming at protecting the family and the community, especially economically 
(Choque 2001).  
 
                                                
6 ”En agosto de 2012, el Gobierno descartó incluir la categoría “mestizo” en la boleta censal, porque fue 
considerada racial y discriminatoria y no se contemplaba en la Constitución Política del Estado” (Eju.tv 2013) 
7 “Si ahora esas naciones y grupos indígenas, más allá de sus derechos, ya no son mayoría, sino una minoría, la 
Constitución llamada plurinacional, ha perdido legitimidad histórica. La base sobre la cual está asentada obliga a 
reencaminar el texto constitucional en relación con el diseño estatal. Porque el principio de la misma habría 
desaparecido”, analizó Lazarte. 
  
 7 
Wars, dictatorships and democratic transition 
The country became independent from the Spanish colonization on 6 August 1825, when the 
famous liberator Simon Bolivar and first president of the nation gave name to the new “Republic of 
Bolivar”, later “Bolivia” and now “The Plurinational State of Bolivia”. Bolivia has experienced 
several wars against neighbor countries over territory, especially about the access to the sea with 
Chile and Peru8. Bolivia has officially been a democracy since 1982, after decades of authoritarian 
rule, including coups d’états and elections dominated by fraud. Though without much popular 
support or success Hernán Siles Zuazo replaced the military ‘narco-dictatorship’ (as Goldstein puts 
it) of General García Mesa (Goldstein 2005: 390) in the country’s first democratic election in 1982.  
Sanchez de Lozada government (1993-1997) made justice reforms to introduce a formal legal 
system of law that were supposed to be, as Donna Lee Van Cott states, “a humane system, closer to 
the people, that promotes reconciliation and human rights” (Van Cott 2000: 226). Van Cott though 
estimates that the main goal of the Lozada government was to recuperate legitimacy for the state by 
incorporating community justice that already enjoyed high levels of legitimacy among the 
population. Sanchez de Lozada, who has a second turn in Government, is though more remembered 
for his escape to the US in 2003, after a violent conflict related to the so-called Gas War. The most 
bloody period has later been called “Black October”, when the president (nicknamed Goni) shut 
down the protesters resulting in the death of between 60 and 100 persons (depending on the 
sources), mostly inhabitants of El Alto (Goodale 2009: 638). Three years before this, the so-called 
‘Water war’ broke out in Cochabamba. The local government privatized the water services in 1999, 
which meant that the prices rose dramatically within a very short period. It was a shock for the 
population and triggered a row of huge social protests (Ibid.: 637). It ended with cancelation of the 
municipality’s contract with the private company Bechtel in April 2000. This is just to mention 
some of the biggest crashes between the population and the State in modern time. I believe, 
agreeing with Goldstein, that these ‘economic shocks’ and uprisings may have contributed to the 
rising tide of popular violence that we see in Bolivia today (Goldstein 2005: 394). As well as the 
traditional Aymara way of local organizing in Ayullus can have constituted the foundation of the 
neighborhood organizations and for the mobilizations of forces to new uprisings. 
 
                                                
8 The issue about the access to the sea is still a political issue in Bolivia today. The government runs campaign 
about getting back the sea before 2025, and the issue has been handled in the International Court of Justice in 
Den Haag, http://www.la-razon.com/nacional/primera-Bolivia-Chile-juez-derecho_0_1850215016.html (22/1/13). 
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After the social protests in the beginnings of the 2000s, it has been more peaceful. Though, smaller 
protests and syndicate demonstrations are a huge part of Bolivian political culture today. In 2005 
Evo Morales was elected as president, and he started a row of fundamental reforms of the Bolivian 
politics. Most significant is the New Constitution of the Plurinational State of Bolivia from 2009. 
With this legal pluralism is formalized and protected by the State.  
Legal Pluralism in Bolivia 
The new constitution radically modified the normative-institutional design of the State departing 
from three aspects closely tied with the indigenous agenda: the Plurinational State, the recognition 
of indigenous autonomy and the constitutional design of a system of legal pluralism (Comision 
Andina de Juristas 2009: 173). The redesign of the justice system marks, “in Morales’ words, (…) 
the end of a historical period in which the country primarily replicated foreign legal formats” 
(Barrera 2011:7). The indigenous system of law existed long before the Bolivian state. Even though 
it was ignored and suppressed during the colonial period, it still existed. It just existed as what is, in 
the publication of the Ombudsman of the Bolivian State called a ‘subordinated legal pluralism’. 
There were just as many law systems as there were indigenous ‘nations’; each had its own version 
of managing justice, which is still the case today. The 1994 reform of Bolivian constitution was the 
first step to the formal acknowledgement of Bolivia as a multiethnic and pluricultural country 
(Defensor del Pueblo 2007: 5-7), which then Evo Morales continued with his constitution in 2009.  
 
According to the new constitution and the Law of Demarcation (Ley de Deslinde) formal state law 
exists parallel to the indigenous justice, but the constitution prescribes that the state has the 
obligation to ‘‘promote and reinforce’’ original indigenous peasant justice, and to make itself 
available to indigenous authorities, if they desire the intervention of state judicial instruments 
(NCPE 2009: 45, Goldstein 2012: 2). The law of demarcation outlines how the two systems of 
justice (the ordinary and the indigenous) should work together in an equal hierarchy. It also outlines 
which crimes can only be treated by the ordinary system, such as crimes against humanity, internal 
and external security assaults against the state, terrorism, corruption, drug trafficking, human 
trafficking, violations, killings and homicide and the violation of the right to property. This 
acknowledgement of traditional ways and customs might have increased the legitimacy of the state, 
at least according to a major part of the population. But the confidence to the state still has some 
challenges, which will be the focus in the following section.  
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Legitimacy of the contemporary Bolivian State 
The fact that Evo Morales is the first indigenous president in Latin America has given him tribute. 
He won the election in 2005 with 54 % of the votes, a historical absolute majority that were not 
seen in Bolivia for decades. In 2009 he won again, this time with 64% of the votes. Even though he 
lately has lost support from some groups within the indigenous community, especially supporters of 
the TIPNIS case9, the general analysis of Bolivian observers and citizens is that it seems most likely 
that Morales will win his third term of presidency in this years elections (2014). The new 
constitution, which also has a strong Morales footprint on it, is in many aspects quite radical. 
Especially by mentioning the right of the Mother Earth, its strong focus on indigenous peoples and 
the anti-imperialism that lies beneath his ideology. He has formally state-secured equality and 
inclusion (Ibid.: 7). But even with his strong populism and huge support from the voters, the 
legitimacy of the Bolivian state seems to be decreasing. According to a national study from 2012 on 
political culture, the citizens’ trust and support to the state and the legitimacy of the state, especially 
to the justice system has been notably reduced10 (La Razon 2012a). This has caused, according to a 
Bolivian study of citizen security, that 85 % of Bolivian victims do not report the crime they have 
been victim to11 (ONSC 2012: 8, La Razon 2012b). The study points to the fact that the major 
reason for not reporting a crime is because of lack of trust in the police and their capacities (ONSC 
2012: 9).  
Citizen (in)security in Bolivia 
Insecurity and delinquency in fact occupy the first place as the biggest preoccupation of the 
population, measured by the before-mentioned study made by National Observatory of Citizen 
Security (ONSC 2012).  Thus, preoccupations about poverty, unemployment and social conflicts 
are of less importance to the surveyed (ONSC 2012: 16). Ismael, the president of Pasankeri, 
explains that one of the biggest problems in his zone is the lack of police and that “it is difficult, 
because, then the thieves… we are without control there… it is a big problem right now, the 
thieves12” (Ismael). He links the lack of control with the fact that they have only 4 to 5 police 
officers for a population of 30.000 people (ibid.).  
                                                
9 A dispute has arisen between the indigenous poeples living in TIPNIS park and the State because of plans to 
build a road across the Isiboro Sécure Indigenous Territory and National Park (TIPNIS). In 2012 they marched to 
La Paz, claiming that they had not been consulted and that the road will destroy the rainforest.  
10 The study is called "Cultura Política de la Democracia en Bolivia, 2012: Hacia la igualdad de oportunidades" 
11 ”El porcentaje de hechos ilícitos y violentos que no fueron denunciados por parte de los hogares victimizados 
de las cuatro ciudades es de 85%. Es decir, que solamente 15 de cada 100 hechos ocurridos son reportados ante 
las instancias competentes.” 
12 “es difícil, porque después los ladrones… estamos sin control allí. Es un problema grande ahorita. De los 
ladrones…”. 
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Weber (1958: 82 – 83) once wrote that one of the most essential characteristics of the modern state 
is its monopoly over the means of coercion. On this basis, many state theorists agree that security 
(citizen security) is one of the primary factors for legitimating state control, and that if the state 
cannot or do not provide security for its citizens, it is an unsuccessful, or even failed, state. In 
Bolivia it would not be completely true to say that the state has the full monopoly over the means of 
coercion. Neither do people tend to feel very secure. From this perspective then, the Bolivian state 
would be considered “unsuccessful” (see also Risør 2010:1). To this comes the population’s lack of 
trust in the justice system, including the police, as Risør exemplifies, “almost everyone can tell 
personal stories of corruption or even police abuse, and police are generally referred to in 
extremely negative terms” (Risør 2010: 474). So on this basis it could be stated that the Bolivian 
State still have a job to do, to recover its legitimacy. So far, in terms of providing collective 
security, the institutions enjoying the greatest legitimacy are the neighborhood councils and private 
security companies, according to the study by the Observatory of Citizen Security (ONSC 2012: 19-
20). But a question is whether the collaboration between the neighbors and the official police gives 
greater legitimacy to the state? In the following section the private provision of security will be the 
focus, and this question will be addressed as well.  
Privatization of security provision 
It is estimated that from 2008-2013 one to four acts of lynching took place every month in Bolivia, 
though there are no official numbers, writes the sociologist Jorge Derpic (Derpic 2013: 2). 
According to the investigations made in the topic (Goldstein 2005, 2010, 2012, Risør 2010, Derpic 
2013s), it is mostly occurring in El Alto and the surroundings of Cochabamba, characterized as poor 
or marginal urban zones, outside the centre of the cities. I have, for this study, interviewed 
inhabitants from three neighborhoods located in the area between La Paz and El Alto. The two 
cities have grown together, by the gradual settling of migrant communities in the steep and rocky 
hillsides. The hillsides are often in danger of erosion or collapse of the ground in the rainy season, 
which makes it a risky business living in the adobe houses13. These places are, as Freddy Mercado, 
the president of the district’s vigilante committee explained to me, inhabited by people with little 
economic income, living in poor conditions (Freddy). The neighbors I have interviewed indicate, in 
line with the findings of Goldstein and Risør that lynch violence is something that happens “up 
                                                
13 I participated in an assembly in the neighborhoos ”Nueva Vida” the 23rd of January 2014, where the topic was 
the risks and possible solution of the immense erosion in their zone (visita Nueva Vida).  
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there”, (in El Alto), and not as much “down here” (La Paz). Though, ‘before’ it also happened in 
their neighborhood (Omar1 and Ismael). All my informants are active members of neighborhood 
organizations. They talk about the ‘vecinos’ (neighbors) in familiar terms, and that, as vecino you 
bear a certain responsibility in securing the common good. In Bolivia, it seems there is a special 
form of ‘vecindad’ (neighborhoodness), which I will now dig into. In this, I will focus on the 
patrols, or self-defense brigades constituted by the neighbors.  
 
‘Vecindad’ and formalization of community organizations 
Kotonias writes that collective organizations in Bolivia, such as the neighborhood councils, act as 
important entities through which the citizens relate to the state, as units through which rights are 
both experiences and fought for (Kotonias 2009: 6). There is a strong mobilization within the 
Bolivian civil society, active in making protests and blockades. The Gas War and Water War are 
good examples of this, as well as the current smaller demonstrations of busdrivers, teatchers and 
other work unions. These ‘collective bodies’, Kotonias states, that often work “against” the State 
are to a high degree, according to him, produced by the very absence of the state (Kotonias 2009: 
6). The president of Tembladerani, which is “one of the zones categorized as quite ‘red’”14 
(Omar1), explains the needed neighborhood mobilization: “because often, the procedures are not 
followed (by the authorities, red.). So what should be done? We, as neighbors “citizen security”, as 
representatives, have to converse with the houses, reach an agreement, negotiate15” (Omar1).  
 
Lazar has studied the way the citizens in La Paz, and maybe most widespread among the ‘alteños’ 
(from El Alto) perceive themselves as ‘vecinos’, Lazar (2006). He describes it as the dominating 
identity in these areas (Ibid.: 186). Entailed in the term “vecindad”, neighborhoodness, lays a strong 
‘we-do-it-ourselves’ attitude (as above mentioned example shows).  The person-to-person 
relationship and local group feeling seems to be what binds them together. It is to a high degree a 
non-state sphere, created to some degree as an aim to fill out the hole of the state. But meanwhile, 
the ‘vecinos’ are formalized organizations through their ‘juntas de vecinos’ (neighbourhood 
councils). These councils of neighbors work in the interface between state and civil society (see 
also Lazar 2006). In my first interview with the Freddy Mercado, he begins by explaining how the 
                                                
14 “una de laz zonas catalogadas un poco roja” 
15 ”Porque mayormente el reglamento no se aplica. Entonces que es lo que se hace? Nosotros como vecinos 
“seguridad ciudadana” como representantes, tenemos que conversar con las casas, llegar a un acuerdo, 
negociar.” 
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community organizations came about. They started, according to him, with the Law of Popular 
Participation (LPP) (Freddy). The law was made in 1994, and it transferred 20 percent of the 
national budget to the country’s 311 municipalities and mandated grassroots participation in local 
planning and budgetary oversight (Kohl 2003: 1). Whether these community organizations existed 
before the law or not, is not sure; at least Freddy Mercado answered a clear no, when I asked him if 
they did. Though Goodale (2009) has pointed to the fact that the Law of Popular Participation just 
gave legal status to the communities that were before perceived as ‘disorganized settlements’ but 
with the law were titled Territorial Grassroot Organisations (Organizaciones Territoriales de Base) 
(Goodale 2009). Celecdicque and Contartse agree with Goodale in this, stating that community 
councils emerged already in the 1950’s (Delecdicque and Contartese 2009:140). But what they all 
agree on is that the formalization of the organizations meant State recognition of the neighborhoods 
to resolve disputes according to their own ways, customs and standards (Ibid.: 50). Freddy Mercado 
explains that the law was not well seen by the authorities at that time (“Ley maldita” he calls it), 
because of the extended decentralization of power to local/civil organizations (Freddy). This places 
itself in one of the classic challenges of the Modern State, as I see it. The balancing between on the 
one side decentralization, privatization and legalizing local practices and on the other hand 
maintaining control and power over the population might be one of the most delicate tasks of a 
state. It can be asked if the growing tendency of collaboration between the neighborhood councils 
and the police is an effort in keeping state control over marginal areas (in a cheap way)? 
 
Collaboration with the Police 
Concrete examples of collaboration between neighbor councils and the so-called Policia 
Comunitaria are described in several news articles. The national newspapaer La Razon, writes about 
collaboration in Pasankeri (“Vecinos vigilantes”, La Razon 2013), where my informant Ismael is 
president. La Patria writes about “Unbanizacion Paraiso” being the second place to initiate police-
supported neighborhood patrols (La Patria 2012). Both point to the fact that the neighborhoods’ 
private security patrols have, as something new, began to work directly together with the local 
police. The police give them workshops and lectures on how to protect yourself and your 
neighborhood (La Razon 2013), and coordinate the patrols with the local groupings (La Patria 
2012). Freddy also mentions how the Police train the neighbors, though neither of the informants 
seem to be quite satisfied with the community police in their area (Freddy, Omar1 and Ismael). 
According to Mark Ungar community policing in the form of citizen security councils and 
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neighborhood watch groups, in a Latin American context, are most often run as state programs in 
collaboration with local police stations. But he notes, “as the case of Bolivia shows, they often 
become more attached to private interests in their target areas” (Ungar 2007: 23). I asked my 
informants about the collaboration with the police, and only Freddy mentioned it is something 
existing and more or less well functioning. Thus, he pointed to the fact that the neighbors 
themselves have to pay for the expenses to have the police there (house, equipment, food). 
Moreover the police are far too less people (2 to 3 police to 20.000 inhabitants is his example). He 
tells me about an event, where four thieves came to rob some houses, and because the police were 
not enough, they hid instead of stopping the thieves. “So well, we organized ourselves with the 
police (…), so that they could assemble a working group (…) we distributed whistles16” (Freddy). 
The distrust in the police is expressed by Omar in his statement that the police “wait until you are 
bloody all over, with broken arms, to make the denounce, and when this happens they ‘degroup’ 
everybody and say, “no, we don’t attend this case… it is only conciliations between neighbors”17 
(Omar1). The police do not react on suspicions by the neighbors, he continues (ibid.). So the 
experience of the police, according to my three informants is that the Police do not do what they are 
supposed to.  
 
Whistles, patrols and threats  
In the lack of police control, Ismael also explains that the way the neighbors make vigilantism is by 
using whistles. The whistles are used if somebody notices “something suspicious”, as he says, to 
alert the other neighbors of possible delinquents: “so in this way we pass around with whistles and 
signals” (Ismael). Though their strongest weapon against the ‘suspicious’ seems to be the threat of 
being beaten up or killed by the neighbors. Ismael explains, that when a neighbor sees something 
‘suspicious’ (like “someone that is standing for a long time”), he goes to the intruder: “’who are 
you looking for?’ He doesn’t know what to answer and suspiciously… for example… ‘Leave before 
the neighbors come out!’.. And it makes him leave in his car” (ibid.). The term “the neighbors 
‘coming out’” indicates the risk of getting beaten up or even killed. Because even though Ismael 
states that they do not kill criminals anymore: “Once delinquents were killed in Pasankeri”… he 
                                                
16 ”… entonces organizamos, con la policia, lo que se llaman, lo que dices tu,  era la policia comunitaria, que 
vecinos mas, se acoplaron a esta trabajo, a la cabeza de los policias. Para que pueden ellos armar un equipo de 
trabajo, pueden hacer... Aquí organizamos por ejemplo… pero como? Repartimos pitos…” 
17 “esperan de que estés ensangrentado, con los brazos rotos, para recién sentar la denuncia, incluso cuando 
pasa eso ellos, se desligan de todo eso, dicen “no, no atendemos este caso... ya tienen ustedes las pruebas, 
solamente conciliaciones entre vecinos” 
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says that, “we all go out and we catch him of course, he is beaten up and handed in…”18 (Ibid.). 
Who he is handed in to is not clear, but it might be the police. Understood as, after the neighbors 
have given the punishment they find proper, the authorities can have him. Other times, as Omar 
tells me during our visit to the “Nueva Vida” neighborhood, the intruders do not make it to the 
police; they get killed by the neighbors: “they make them disappear and they burn them”19 (Omar2). 
This happens, according to Omar, in the zones where they have hanging dolls: in El Alto. As he 
says, “something happens and they lynch them” (Ibid.).  
 
Lynching 
The visible demarcation of being a community that practices this kind of non-state and illegal way 
of providing security is displayed by the “peculiar form of homemade signs threatening lynching or 
the hanging of life-size effigies, or dolls, from lampposts simulating lynching, put up by the 
neighbors as warnings to potential criminals” (Risør 2010: 467). When moving around in the city 
of La Paz and El Alto it is impossible to avoid noticing the hanging dolls in the lamppost, still being 
a slightly scary sight every time even after 6 months, at least for a foreigner like me. Though for the 
locals whom I have tried to make me explain the phenomenon, they seem to be rather used to the 
‘muñecas colgadas’, and do not really seem to bother. As a colleague of mine said on a trip around 
the city when I asked, passing a hanging doll, if he knew if they had ever killed somebody in that 
neighborhood, “well, it is a way to protect the community” (personal conversation with local 
college, October 2013). Explaining it as being a very normal thing. In a publication from the 
Ombudsman of the Bolivian state the public disdain towards lynching is clearly expressed. It is 
underlined several times that lynching is not the same as community justice, understood as the 
juridical system of the indigenous and peasants communities acknowledged by the constitution of 
the State. According to the scheme presented by the Ombudsman in which the two practices of 
‘community justice’ are portrayed as polar opposites, the practice of lynching is exercised by a mob 
of people that have not made any previous agreement about the act, but react on immediate feelings. 
The sanctions aim at making physical damage on the accused, while the indigenous juridical system 
has the objective to always repair the damage and return to harmony within the community 
(Defensor del Pueblo 2007: 9-10).  
                                                
18 ”habia una epoca en que, se ha matado delincuentes en Pasankeri, entonces queremos evitar esto, porque 
cuando se mata, automáticamente, aquí ha matado porque esta defendiéndose lo meten adentro, no al ladrón, 
no.. entonces de este manera pasamos ahí donde con pitos con sígnales, salimos todos a agarrarlo claro, le dan 
paliza y se le entrega” 
19 ”los desaparecen o los queman” 
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The critical-anthropological way of seeing the act of lynching has a fairly different worldview than 
the Bolivian state, expressed well by Goldstein in his comment: “these lynchings [should] be 
understood not in isolation from the ongoing violence produced by the Bolivian State, but in 
concert with it” (Goldstein 2005: 391). It is, according to Goldstein, the state and its ongoing 
violations against the population that co-produce the lynchings that the same state tries so hard to 
distance itself from. In 2005, when Bolivia was just about to end a long period of right-winged 
government with fast-growing capitalism, Goldstein explained how he sees the logic of lynching in 
one of his articles on lynching. He writes that lynching “fulfills the highest mandates of neoliberal 
rationality: it represents the privatization of justice, the assumption by individuals of a service 
ordinarily provided by the state, and so points to the increasing importance of ‘flexibility’ as a 
personal and communal survival strategy in neoliberal society” (Ibid.: 395). The political context in 
Bolivia has changed remarkably since then, thus it can be questioned whether this argument can 
still be used in explaining the dissemination of lynching? Goldstein acknowledges the contextual 
change in Bolivia that has occurred meanwhile he has been publishing articles and books on the 
subject, as he mentions in his book from 2012, “Outlawed”. He writes, “with the passage of the new 
constitution and the recognition of the validity of indigenous justice in Bolivia, lynchings now occur 
in a context in which the discourse of community justice has become a powerful frame for 
understanding local violence and extralegal forms of justice making” (Goldstein 2012: 8). In this, 
Goldstein points to a central topic in the current Bolivian public discussion of lynching and 
community justice. The publication from the Bolivian Ombudsman mentioned earlier is a good 
example of the State’s eager attempt to distinguish the two forms of justice systems from each 
other. The indigenous justice systems, also called community justice, is the legal and state-protected 
form; the lynchings being a crime according to the Bolivian Penal Code (Defensor del Pueblo 2007: 
9). But there are many examples of people confusing the two, as explained in an article by the 
sociologist Derpic, “some medias of communication sell their audiences the idea that the beatings 
in urban areas are accepted practices, under the label of "community justice". Many alteños believe 
they make use of this when burning a suspected criminal or hanging him from a lamppost”20 
(Derpic 2013: 2). So it is not only uninformed observers who mistake the two forms, but, according 
to Derpic also the neighbors who lynch. It has not been possible for me to talk with neighborhood 
                                                
20 “algunos medios de comunicacion venden a sus audiencias la idea de que los apaleamientos en areas urbanas 
son practices aceptadas, bajo la etiqueta de “justicia comunitaria”. Muchos alteños creen hacer uso de ella 
cuando queman a un supuesto criminal o le cuelgan de un poste” 
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councils who practice lynch violence: obviously they would never stand forward, as Omar also 
explains me, “it continues (the lynching), in all the zones, what nobody will admit, firstly due to 
responsibility”21 (Omar2). But he seems to know who does it, “it is the councils, the presidents 
together with the most active neighbors”22 (ibid.). Although they work in a “pact of silence”, as 
Derpic puts it (Derpic 2013: 7). 
 
Emplacing state activities 
Derpic has found, that the neighborhood councils organize themselves like small governments, 
choosing a president at the annual assembly, as well as a vice-president, and secretaries for the 
different working areas (Ibid.: 3). According to Freddy, the councils also, when they are well 
organized, receive a small financial support from the members; “When a council is well 
organized… so that the person can mobilize, go to the municipality (…) they give him five to ten 
Bolivianos every month, every neighbor give that”23 (Freddy). Which, according to Freddy, also 
means that they have a responsibility to live up to, like elected politicians have. So, in lack of state 
authorities, the inhabitants organize themselves as small governments. And in the case of the 
neighborhood Nueva Vida, they see the vigilante committee as a kind of municipality; possibly 
most due to the fact that they are not registered as a community, and therefore cannot receive 
money from the authorities. Though, as Omar told me, they pay taxes – they just don’t get anything 
back (Omar2).  But what was easily observable during my visit to the neighborhood was that the 
inhabitants (counting around 100 persons) saw “Don Freddy” as their mediator, their leader and 
him, who (hopefully) could solve their problems, by canalizing some financial support via the 
committee’s budget to the neighborhood24. The president of a community organization becomes 
their authority in this case. At least until they get formalized their territory.  The vigilante 
committee is the link between the neighbors and the public authorities, fulfilling an important task 
of securing coherence in the society by providing access to the State that, for them, often seems 
“blurry”, even though it is not necessarily very far away in spatial terms (Risør 2010: 468).  
 
                                                
21 ”sigue habiendo, en todas las zonas, que ninguna zona lo va a admitir, uno por el tema de la responsabilidad” 
22 ”son las juntas, los presidentes conjuntamente con los vecinos mas activos” 
23 “Cuando una junta o un OTB esta bien estructurada, bien organizada, para que la persona se pueda movilizar 
puede ir al alcaldía, puede hacer, hoy le dan 5 – 10 bolivianos, cada mes, cada vecino pone” 
24 In videos I recorded he mediates between disputing neighbors about the regulations about where it is legal to 
build your house. Moreover, they have been waiting for him to come and inspect their area, which is in risk of 
erosion because of the heavy rain. He promises, during his visit, to come back within a week with engineers, if 
they evaluate better their conditions. Documentation: ask for videos.  
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The symbols and signs, objectified in the hanging doll as threats to violence, can be seen as direct 
defiance of the traditional definition of state (being one that has the monopoly of violence, as 
mentioned earlier). Risør adds to this, “in other words, people seek to make the state legible as they 
themselves engage in state activities.” They put themselves in the place of the state, as filling out a 
hole, but also by negating the state as having the potential to provide for their security. By 
constituting a kind of emplacement of the state, the neighborhood vigilantism might also make state 
intervention in the zone less needed. Or at least, as the story from Omar tells, the police tend to not 
want to attend the case excused by the claim that the neighbors already have made the job (by 
having the proof) (Omar1). It seems, reviewing various investigations, that the population is a bit 
ambiguous on whether they wish more state help, or they prefer to handle it on their own.  
 
Community justice and its ‘community dynamics’ 
On the one hand the neighbors feel betrayed by the state, by for example not having enough police 
in their neighborhood, or “unfortunately they do not fulfill their duty very well. When the neighbors 
have a problem, I have also had problems, they don’t respond, they don’t react”25 (Omar1). On the 
other hand, the inhabitants have a much bigger confidence in their own organizations, as the 
publication from the Observatory of Citizen Security found (ONSC 2012). This is also indirectly 
expressed by the neighbors I have interviewed. As an example, Freddy points to how the neighbors’ 
use of whistles has shown results in little time: “so there is a problem and they blow the whistle, 
and another blows as well… it has shown results”26. “ Lazar writes furthermore that the juntas, like 
unions, associations, and confederations both mediate between citizens (workers) and the state and 
substitute for the state. They do the work of regulation in the place of the State; and as he writes it is 
“a position they defend vigorously” (Lazar 2006: 189).  
The trust in and the popularity of the community organizations is also a question of belonging, I 
believe. The “vecino identity” was discussed earlier, but I would like to add a point to this: El Alto, 
as well as the villages in the hillsides between El Alto and La Paz, have been constructed by 
migration from rural zones.  Many have migrated as entire villages or communities, attempting to 
re-construct their (rural) community in the urban zone of La Paz. As Donna Lee Van Cott writes, 
these migrants have typically brought their legal systems with them from their rural homes, now 
being mixed with urban culture (Van Cott 2000: 227). Many places, the street names in the hillsides 
                                                
25 “Lastimosamente no cumple mucho muy bien su función en tema de la policía. Cuando los vecinos tienen algún 
problema, yo incluso he tenido problemas, no responde, no reacciona” 
26 “entonces hay problemas y tocen uno y el otro… y ha dado resultado“ 
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derive from the name of the rural village where the inhabitants originally come from. The “vecino-
identity” is therefore, in many cases, mixed with an earlier “campesino-identity”, which entails a 
strong community feeling (Lazar 2006: 190). In line with this, Helene Risør makes an interesting 
point in her article, discussing the hanging dolls: “The warning signs are intriguing in various 
ways: they elucidate how crime brings people together as neighbors and how being a (potential) 
victim of crime becomes a constitutive element of belonging to the moral community of the zone and 
of being a citizen” (Risør 2010: 478). ‘Victim of crime’ in this sense refers to the crime of lynching, 
thus participating in neighborhood lynch violence means belonging to the community. But, after my 
conversation with Omar about the phenomenon of lynching, this community-feeling can be 
questioned. He explained to me, how the inhabitants of El Alto deploy a system of strategic 
exclusion towards the neighbors who do not participate in ‘community work’, “neighbors say that 
‘we have made this into a park’ because the neighbor did not show up”27 (Omar2). I asked Omar 
“alright, so that is why sometimes a great mob of people show up (to the lynching)? They are afraid 
of loosing their property or receive a fine for not attending? In that sense it is part of the 
community, you could say?” and Omar answers me “that is how it is, and mostly in El Alto”28 
(Omar). And they are alone in this, Omar underlines; “not even the municipality can reclaim 
whether this property is private or not, they do not even attend the case”29 (Omar2). Though this is 
not a point that Risør mentions. Instead, she talks about “the faceless mask of neighbors” that 
resemble the anonymity of the state, while on the opposite “to make the lynching “right,” the thief 
must be individualized and recognized,” (Risør 2010: 482). That is why, as she explains, that the 
lynching is often a slow act. The thief shall be recognized and ‘unmasked’ so that the neighbors can 
avoid a repetition of the delinquency (ibid.).  
The neighbors in the zone that I have studied are indeed attempting to bring down delinquency, by 
the use of the means they have available.  Whether there is a common agreement in each 
neighborhood about the right way to do it, whether it is in fact a product of a neoliberal state and a 
high degree of private flexibility (as Goldstein 2005 writes about) or whether the neighborhood 
councils are organs of state control are all questions I wish to go deeper into in a future 
investigation. In the following I will point to some of the findings that can be pointed to so far.  
                                                
27 “los mismos vecinos dicen esto lo hemos vuelto parque porque este vecino no venia” 
28 Line: “ah si, por eso a veces aparecen masas de gente? Porque ya también tienen miedo de perder su 
propiedad o recibir una multa por no hacerlo? Asi que es parte de la comunidad digamos?” 
Omar Loayza: “es así, es así mayormente sobre todo lo que es El Alto” 
29 ”Y ni la alcaldía puede reclamar si es propiedad privada ni se mete” 
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Discussion and concluding remarks 
 
The informal neighborhood vigilantism, occasionally working on the marginal of the law, as in the 
example of lynch violence, is as mentioned sometimes called “community justice”. This means that 
it risks being confused with the State-sanctioned indigenous justice, recognized by the Law of 
Demarcation. The neighborhood councils are also recognized by law (LPP 1994), and according to 
Freddy, it is because of the Law that the community councils and committees exist. They have been 
established, according to the law to enforce a participative democracy and greater social control 
(further enforced by the Law on participation and Social Control from 2013, LPSC 2013). But the 
entities mentioned in the law, the neighborhood councils, exercise, according to my informants as 
well as several news articles, a provision of security that in various forms cross the limits of the 
law. Even though none of the interviewed says that they themselves in their zone do lynching, 
Ismael for example explains how they beat up the delinquent before they hand him over to the 
police. The neighbors’ collaboration with the official police is interesting, and would be a crucial 
topic to investigate further. So far I am still not able to answer whether it can be seen as a way for 
the State to increase its control of the population, without spending very much from the public 
budgets. Though what I have found is that the neighbors on the one hand wish more police, but on 
the other hand feel more confident with their own management of justice.  
 
Motivations behind vigilante justice 
On behalf of my analysis I can also point to some prevailing explanations for the comprehensive 
occurrence of vigilante justice. They are not separate factors; rather they exist together in a complex 
mix of culture, tradition, current conditions and external circumstances.   
On central factor is insecurity. Goldstein writes, that ”to be insecure is to occupy a habitus of fear 
and uncertainty that is at once social, psychological, and material. (…) insecurity colors their 
entire worldview, the way they relate to their neighbors, residents of nearby communities, and 
strangers in their midst” (Goldstein 2012: 4). It is a part of the custodian life in the hillsides of La 
Paz, resulting in the fact that they do not go out at night (ONCS 2012: 19) and sleep with their 
whistles (Ismael). People organize themselves pragmatically in relation to this insecurity. A factor 
linked with this is economy. I believe that the confidence in the public system, and hereof the 
experience of the state as being trustworthy and legitimate is very dependent on the socio-economic 
level and the place people live. From 2008-2010 a quantitative investigation of the support to 
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vigilante justice was made in Mexico, which showed that the wealthier a person is, the less insecure 
he feels and the less he supports to take the law into one’s own hands (Zizumbo‐Colunga 2010). 
Freddy also links the feeling of being insecure with poverty (Freddy). Furthermore this is the 
finding of the study made by national observatory; the respondents believe that the most dominant 
reason for the decrease in delinquency in Bolivia has to do with poverty and unemployment (ONSC 
2012: 17). The lack of confidence in the public system is another central reason for organizing 
neighborhood patrols. Although there is law in the marginal barrio, the law does not protect against 
insecurity: it does not give residents a sense that they are protected from the work of criminals, or 
that they have somewhere to turn if they are the victims of a crime (Goldstein 2012: 6). The 
presidents whom I have interviewed all point to the lacking capabilities of the police; it is simply 
not fulfilling its functions as Omar explains. This has to do with the State’s lack of resources, 
meaning that in some zones there is little or no coverage. Exactly this problem is one of the main 
focuses of the development program on the ‘access to rights’-program of the Danish Embassy in 
Bolivia. By support to mobile entities and new integrated justice centers in the areas without 
coverage, the access to the juridical system should be improved. This is an effort in making a more 
inclusive system, where all Bolivians have the possibility to report a crime and receive a fair and 
efficient court case. Another reason for the privatization of security is exclusion. Kotonias writes, 
that the “collective organizing has become the preeminent form through which subaltern actors in 
Bolivia make demands on the state, as it serves as a rare means for the country’s indigenous 
majority to find voice within an exclusive system” (Kotonias 2009: 6-7). Maybe it is not (anymore) 
necessarily due to a neoliberal state and its violations of the population (Goldstein 2005). But even 
though Evo Morales’ vision is, according to his ideology, a big state, where everybody is equal and 
included, his project has still not succeeded. The people in Nueva Vida do still not receive help 
from the municipality to build a drainage system, and Ismael and Omar have still not experienced 
the police as trustworthy and able to solve the problems in their communities. Whether the vigilante 
practices is an expression of a wish to reject the modern state, dominated by authorities that the 
neighbors do no trust, or do not identify with is a question for further study.  
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Appendixes 
Interview with Freddy Mercado  
In his car driving around in La Paz and in his office, 24/1/13 
 
Empezando el tema de los comités de vigilancia y la anterior constitución… 
  
Con la nueva constitucion surgen lo que se llama redes de control social (…) 
Los comités de vigilancia tenian de acuerdo de su amplitud/ambito municipal. Alcalde. La Paz 
dividida en macrodistritos. Son 7 macros. Macro 1: Cotahuma, tiene los distritos 3, 4, 5 y 6. 
Dividido en la cantidad de habitantes. Distrito 3 es el toda la parte de Sopochachi, clase media alta. 
Distrito 4: clase media baja, donde estoy. A partir del 5 es clase media, clase media, o sea, baja, mas 
baja. El distrito 6 es clase media alta, todo esto. Composición geográfico. Hay sectores de menor 
ingreso económico, y menor formación. Por todo siguiente estos sectores las areas, las laderas de la 
ciudad de La Paz. Donde vive gente muy humilde, y con un ingreso muy reducido 
económicamente. Gente que vive de autesosten, gente que vive creando su propio recurso para que 
puedan subsistir. Pero tambien dentro de este conjunto de habitantes existen habitantes, gente .. 
calificada. Existen tambien gente que de dedica a la manifactura.  Y la mayor de la cantidad de 
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mujeres, es increible es este sector, que las mujeres son las que, son el eje del nuclear familiar. 
Estas mujeren se dedican a amas de casa, son, se dedican a lavar la ropa, cuidar los niños, son gente 
que se dedica a tejer, mucha de esta gente tiene su propio negocio, estos puestos de venta se ves a 
las calles. Y, venden dulces, comida.. en el centro de la cuidad. Compuestos de 5 personas de su 
familias. Muchos de estas familias son familias divorciadas, seperadas, o sea… 5:16 
El gobierno municipal, desde 2002-2003, gracias a la ley de participación popular, que no estaba 
bien vista por este gobierno desde entonces, porque esta ley abre la posibilidad de ingresar, o sea, 
los dirigentes toman parte en lo que significaba el manejo economico del gobierno municipal. 
Entonces es partir de este que surgen los comites de vigilancia. Surgen lo que se llama las 
asociaciones comunitarias, y surge lo que se llama las OTBs, son las organizaciones territoriales de 
base.  Que son ahora llamadas las juntas vecinales. Pero es lo mismo. Según la ley el nombre es 
OTB. A partir de este año, 2003, 2004, el gobierno destina un fondo presupuestario para distritos 
primeramente, son los distritos que distribuyen a las juntas vecinales. Para hacer obras, obras 
dedicadas por los propios presidentes, las propias juntas vecinales, eso otorga la lay de participación 
popular. Pero a medida que los dirigentes van tomando cuerpo, interesándose del dinero que 
manejan del gobierno municipio, cada vez la dirigencia vecinal pone mayores exigencias al 
gobierno municipal. Y le dice al gobierne municipal que acuerdo con la ley nos corresponde recibir 
mas plata para que nosotros podamos desarrollar y hacer mas obras relacionadas a las juntas 
vecinales, particularmente a lo que se llama los servicios basicos. Agua, luz, el mejoramiento de sus 
calles, Salus, educación. Pero no van todos dirigidas, el presupuesto que se dedica a las juntas 
vecinales es exclusivamente para el mejoramiento barrial. Mejoramiento vial, de sus calles, el 
ingreso a sus casas.  
Line: me puedes explicar que es POA? 
Freddy: claro que si. El POA quiere decir Plan Operativo Anual, que tiene cada junta, cada distrito. 
Quien hace este POA para los distritos? Hace en gobierno municipal, a través lo  que son los sub-
alcaldias. Conjunto con las juntas vecinales. No habia es eso entonces lo que se llamaba 
bienestructurada las alcaldias, que convierten en autoridades a nivel macrodistritales. Recien, a 
partir del año 2005, se hace, se consolida, las subalcaldias. Las subalcaldias tambien no son electas 
atraves de un voto popular, sino atraves una designacion de alcalde. El alcalde todavía es el que 
manejaba todo lo que se llamaban subalcaldias. Lo unico que hacia la subalcaldia era control estos 
POAs, que supuestamente es el dinero que da el gobierne municipal para estas obras.. 
A partir de lo que significa el ano 2006 2007 ya es gobierno municipal abre las puertas a nivel 
dirigencial a un mayor cuerpo que se llama los comites de vigilancia. Los comites vigilancia se 
convierte en las autoridades distritales. Estos comites de vigilancia, que hacen? Se interrelacionan 
con lo que se llaman las areas de salud, educación, seguridad ciudadana, se relaciona con que so 
llama control de las obras, el dinero, pero simpre haciendo notar de etos comites de vigilancia 
somos los que manejan la parte economica, si no son los relacionadores, son los que supervisan y 
dirigiran el desarrollo, el desembolso de este presupuesto que maneja el gobierno municipal atrabez 
de las subalcaldia.  
Line: por eso es vigilancia, por que es como, teniendo el sobrevista? 
Freddy: exacto. Buena tu observación. Los comites de vigilancia son los que, “esta bien lo que estan 
haciendo?”, “esta bien aplicado el dinero que autogastado al distrito?”… no son fiscalizadores.. 
solamente son controladores.  
Line: entonces que puedan hacer si vean que hay algo que no funciona bien? 
Freddy: el gobierno municipal tiene una estructura, esta el alcalde, en un mismo nivel deberia estar 
en consejo municipal, tienen 11 componentes, son 11 hombres que son elegidos a través el voto 
popular de la populación para que estos asuman el rol lo que son los consejazos municipales. Los 
consejos municipales gozan de un ingreso economico, pero a la vez tambien son los legisladores 
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publicos. Los comites de vigilancia entregan sus informes y son estos consejos que observan si hay 
algo que es malhecho. Eleva mucho mas todavía, hasta que pueda suspender el subalcalde, pueden 
romper contratos con empresas, si el comité esta de acuerdo. 
Line: este poder o autoridad tambien esta descrito el la ley de participación popular? 
Freddy: Claro que si. Por eso es que un gobierno que ha decepcionada, le llamada la ley maldita. 
Decian nos estan metian la gente para que tienen control, el manejo economico. Al final se dan 
cuanta tambien, los propios gobernantes, que evitaban corrupción   
A partir del año 2008 estos importes que el gobierno municipal destina al ingreso global que tiene, 
la participación de los comites de vigilancia….  
 
43:00:00 – 44:10 Sobre el material que me ha dado. 
 
Line: como te he comentado, mi interes es estas entidades, pero con el enfoque especial de la 
seguridad, para mi seguridad es muchas cosas… 
Freddy: menciona el librito “seguridad familiar”.. Pero este no es seguridad integral de la persona. 
Cuando me hablas de seguridad me estas hablando de la relacion con la Policia. 
Line: si, pero no solamente esto, pero, pues, parece que hay varios ejemplos de juntas vecinales y 
estas patrullajes, estan ahora cercandose con la Policia, poco y poco trabajando juntos, pero no 
siempre ha sido asi… 
Freddy: no! 
Line: por ejemplo, he leido un articulo en La Razon, que decribe un ejemplo de una colaboración 
que funciona bastante bien, en Pasankeri con La Junta Vecinal y La Policia Comunitaria. Y lo 
dijeron que este es, por lo menos hasta que la Policia comunitaria funciona mejor, porque es 
realmente su responsabilidad, pero ahora, no tienen suficientes recursos, estan por lo menos, 
aprovechando un poco que hay esta organización comunitaria que suiere realmente asegurar esta 
seguridad. Por eso habian creado estas patrullajes de seguridad ciudadana… bueno, no se si es asi, 
me imagino que es un ejemplo, talvez unico, no se.. 
Freddy: mira… hasta el año 2000…, empezando en 2007-8, el plan de seguridad ciudadana era 
todavía muy pobre. Era muy vargo. Gracias a dios que el nivel de delincuencia no era tan fuerte 
como es ahora. Ahora es un.. ha crecido mucho. 
Line: y.. porque? Pues, es otra pregunta. 
Freddy: Muchas factores… pero es otra pregunta que te voy a responder después. Desde mi 
optica… estas zonas  a medida que van desarrollando sin cremienta del nivel delincuencia, el nivel 
del riesgo, entonces que hacemos nosotros, el comité de vigilancia, las organiaciones comunitarias, 
como tenemos una interrelacion entre gobierno municipal, la policia, entes ejecutivos del gobierno 
central, lo que habiamos hecho era que proponemos al gobierne municipal hacer nuestro sedes 
sociales, es una casa ahí se reunion, ahí se hacen actividades… 
Line: un centro comunitario. 
Freddy: Excactemente. Le proponemos, y decimos que una area, un ambiente, lo vamos a ver en 
una estacion policial, y con que objetivo? Con en objetivo de la policia destine un cierte numero de 
guardias, un cierto numero de policias, para que hagan una patrullaje. Pero esta policia no venia 
gratis. Si no que, los vecinos, con la organización de las juntas vecinales, les tenian que dar 
menaje… (…). Entonces, tu de das cuenta, que, tenias que ponerle cama, casa, cocina, computadora 
Line: eso.. tenian que dar los vecinos? 
Freddy: Los vecinos! A la policia. Telefono… pero mira… no se si hizo resultados o no, pero, 
finalmente, hay presencia física de la policia. Nos mandaban dos-tres policias, para una populación 
de 20.000 habitantes.  
Line: es muy poco.. 
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Freddy: entonces, habia un robo. Y eran 4 maleantes, entonces la policia no salia. Porque sabia que 
les iban a martar, o pegar obviamente, entonces los vecinos “donde esta la policia!!??”. La policia 
estaba oculto.. Es por la cantidad de policia… 
Line: entonces que hicieron entonces los vecinos? 
Freddy: entonces organizamos, con la policia, lo que se llaman, lo que dices tu,  era la policia 
comunitaria, que vecinos mas, se acoplaron a esta trabajo, a la cabeza de los policias. Para que 
pueden ellos armar un equipo de trabajo, pueden hacer... Aquí organizamos por ejemplo… pero 
como? Repartimos pitos.. este que el guardia de la calle usa.. entonces, les repartimos. Y decimos, 
el primer intento de robo - toce! Ah, imaginate vos en la mañana, jeje, estan durmiendo todos y muy 
poca gente saldra pues para hacerlo,  
Line: pero los que tienen estos pitos, ya estan, despiertos 
Freddy: claro, asi, escuchas tu… 
Line: ah, estan en su casa? 
Freddy: estan en su casa.. y si hay problema, asi, aquí se puede escuchar fácilmente digamos… 
entonces hay problemas y tocen uno y el otro… y ha dado resultado. Pero muy poco tiempo. Porque 
la gente tambien me dice, me ha creado un problema, porque en vez de, no pude defender, yo he 
salido mas lastimado, hay estas cosas no? Entonces son los controversias que hay.. Y.. el ano 2011, 
ya con presupuesto del gobierno municipal, hicimos lo que se llaman las estaciones policiales. Y la 
primera estacion policial hicimos en mi distrito. Esta en el mercado, un poco mas ariba, te voy a 
mostrar. Y.. alla hicimos una estructura. Una casa, donde, en la planta baja, ya tienen secretaria, hay 
telefono, hay mobilidad para mobilisarse, dos camionetas, 5 motocicletas, hay una presidencia 
fisica. Y vienen como 30… pero.. 30 tampoco no es suficiente para una populación que es 
extremamente grande. Pedo ademas son comodos.. no es como en Japon por ejemplo. Alla no 
encuentras un maleante muy facil en la calle. El los estados unidos todavía ves.. pero a la luz del 
día, que tienes? Jeje… entonces, es, es complicada la cosa.  
Line: entonces con esta policia ahora..? 
Freddy: ya mas o menos ha bajado el nivel…  
Line: y los vecinos todavía estan activos en este asunto, o como? 
Freddy: siii… menos que antes…  
Line: porque ahora no hay tanta necesidad? 
Freddy: no… pero al margen de la necesidad subsiste en problema delincuencial, porque… cuanto 
mas plata hay en un pais, este es un pais pobre.. pero por la, gracias a la naturaleza, u porque la 
economia ciclica (…) hay paises que sufren por los efectios de los precios del gas, petroleo… habla 
del “jefaso” Morales y sus compras… esta comprando, y esta haciendo su gobierno al mejor estilo 
neoliberal capitalista.  
Si vas al campo el jefaso es el dios, pero si vas bajando, al clase media, hay capacidad de analisis, 
hay capacidad de la percepción de un pais, y tu deberias hacer comparación Guatemala con 
Bolivia.. obviamente el nivel de delincuencia es mas alto alla que aquí.  
 
(55:50-56:30) …. 
 
Line:  he visto estatisticas deciendo que la confianza del sistema publico es uy bajo en este pais, la 
gente no crree, no tiene mucha confianza, porque vean que, a veces no vale la pena llamar a la 
policia porque no llega, hay muchos ejemplos de porque.. por eso me preguntaba, esta confianza 
tambien es relacionada con la seguridad ciudadana, el, sentido, realmente sentirse seguro… me 
imagino que es, igual como en Guatemala, hay mucha inseguridad ciudadana, pero, el nivel de 
crimen por ejemplo, hay un gran diferencia entre los dos países, entonces me pregunto, que 
significa este ‘seguridad’ o ‘inseguridad’, como se siente seguro… asi que, no es solamente de que 
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tienes miedo de los robos, tambien, significa que no sabes su vas a tener suficiente plata para tus 
hijos… eso me interesa mucho, porque parece que todavía esta presente aquí. 
Freddy: si… con todo seguridad. Y por muchos factores… la pobreza. Y como los sistemas 
capitalistas neoliberales, los riccos son mas riccos, y los pobres son mas pobres… no sea, en una 
sociedad socialista, no?, la distribución de la economia se piensa que esta igualitaria, para todos, es 
el mismo nivel de ingreso, pero… los paises socialistas han vivido muy poco tiempo.   
 
(58:39-1:02:50) hablando del gobierno, politico, salud (diabetes) 
 
Line: como organización comunitaria, reciben apoya de los vecinos, de los habitantes, tu dices que, 
a veces empiezan el año con mucha gente y poco a poco se pierde.. pero los que no estan 
participando activamente, todavía apoyan? 
 
Freddy: si. Que buena pregunta. Cuando una junta o un OTB esta bien estructurada, bien 
organizada, para que la persona se pueda movilizar puede ir al alcaldía, puede hacer, hoy le dan 5 – 
10 bolivianos, cada mes, cada vecino pone, no? Para que le dan al dirigente este platita, y le dice, 
aquí esta, con este tienen que movilizarte.  
 
Line: pero eso es un apoyo voluntario? 
 
Freddy: es un apoyo voluntario. Pero si no logres, si no logres el objetivo, en base a los resultados, 
tambien te….. 
 
Line: ah ya, claro… porque eso es, decir, dar responsabilidad. Si no cumples con este 
responsabilidad, tambien hay asi, consecuencias,  
 
Freddy: no es cierto? Entonces, es de ir y vuelta. No? Entonces se…. Son cosas que.. obviamente, 
en este nivel, o sea, por eso te decía, las juntas vecinales, eehh.. las juntas vecinales, eehh… de 
acuerdo nivel social, ehh.. tienen formas de organizacion… no es lo mismo, por ejemplo aca, que 
yo sea presidente de esta zona, les diga, tienen que reunir platita para que yo puedo…  
 
(1:04:48-1:19:11) 
Habla de su zona, como ha arreglado las calles, como han hecho las calles y las áreas 
comunitarias que en “tu país” (Dinamarca) son pagados del gobierno. Habla de El Alto, otro 
municipalidad, la constitución nueva después del asamblea del pueblo en Sucre, lo de la 
“plurinacional” que significa que la gente del campo ya estan incluidos, todos somos iguales ante 
la ley (1:07:15), aunque somos gringas o negros, recibimos el mismo atención. Line habla de ser 
turista, la atención diferente.  
Line presents the article from La Razon, august 2013 “Vecinos vigilantes” to Freddy. Focusses on 
the description of the colaboration between the councils and the police in making “Patrullajes”. 
She asks if it is still Works like that? 
 
Freddy: si si si, te voy a llevar, si quieres. Tu me llamas a las 8.30 de la mañana con otros personas, 
vamos por Pasankeri etc.  
 
Me imvita a FEJUVE congreso, 31 de enero…  
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Interview with Ismael and Omar 
Salteñeria Paceña 26/1/13 
 
Comiendo salteñas en La Paz con Ismael Quintanilla, Presidente de Pasankeri, Freddy Mercado, 
Presidente del comité de vigilancia y Omar Loayza, Presidente de Tembladerani  
 
Interview with Ismael Quintanilla (Ismael) 
 
Ismael: Nosotros tenemos a un entidad policial en Pasankeri que sirve a las siete juntas, es grande, 
pero la capacidad no esta para tantas habitantes. También las guardias barriales es poco, tenemos a 
muchos 5, o 4, y no están trabajando los 5 diario… a veces se lo llevan a un acto… se queda con 
dos.. uno se queda, unito para guardar. Eso es el problema que hay en Pasankeri. Y es difícil, 
porque después los ladrones… estamos sin control allí. Es un problema grande ahorita. De los 
ladrones… Después, la avenida que no controlan…  las tiendas venden a cualquier muchacho, ya 
estamos, acordar lo que haces, ya hemos hecho algunos memorandos para que ya no vendan a los 
jóvenes. Porque a veces, nosotros mismos como papas cometemos el error, mandamos a noche 
“ándate a comprarme cervezas”.. y los chicos salen para comprar.. entonces eso esta mal.. todo este 
estamos exactamente teniendo unos talleres, sobre seguridad ciudadano, pero falta que sea mas 
seguidos, de vez en cuanto tenemos… también con los vecinos con los vecinos, porque mas se 
dedican a trabajar, olvidándose de sus hijos, porque la problema de la abandona no es porque falta 
plata pero porque las papas se va a trabajar en la noche, se va a trabajar, y los hijos están 
desamparados, en la calle y se comienzan a andar con alguien, a tomar, a beber malas cosas, porque 
hay eso, actualmente, yo pienso, en Pasankeri, en todas partes… (…) 
 
Line: y que es tu posición en esta? En que parte trabajas tu? 
 
Ismael: Yo soy artesano. Tengo mi… yo hago ropa para damas. Y al medio día yo doy a la… (..) en 
las mañanas estoy pendiente viendo los casos de los presidentes en la organización comunitaria 
(…), porque a veces me dicen “Ismael necesito esto y esto” y yo le ayudo, hablo con el alcalde o lo 
que sea, pongo presión, es mi función en el trabajo comunitario.  
 
Line: entonces esa policía que mencionas es la policía comunitaria, que tiene su estación ahí, 
físicamente? Hace cuanto tiempo esta la estación ahí? 
 
Ismael: 4 años? Si, 4 años..  
 
Line: y mandaron cuantos al.. 
 
Ismael: entre 4 y 5 no mas. 
 
Line: y cuantos personas viven allí en la zona? 
 
Ismael: unos 30.000… 
 
Line: y solo hay esta policía? 
 
Ismael: si! 
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Line: ya.. no es mucho… 
 
Freddy: no es nada… no es nada… 
 
Line: están allí los 24 horas? 
 
Ismael: Si.. se turnen… un grupo entra 48 horas, después otro grupo entra. (…) ya tienen un 
movilidad con la que pueden ir a rondar.  
 
Line: para los vecinos? 
 
Ismael: si para los vecinos…  
 
Line: y estos talleres que mencionaste? Quien da estos talleres? 
 
Ismael: seguridad ciudadano… y también de la alcaldía vienen. Como defendernos, como evitar por 
decirte.. habia una epoca en que, se ha matado delincuentes en Pasankeri, entonces queremos evitar 
esto, porque cuando se mata, automáticamente, aquí ha matado porque esta defendiéndose lo meten 
adentro, no al ladrón, no.. entonces de este manera pasamos ahí donde con pitos con sígnales, 
salimos todos a agarrarlo claro, le dan paliza y se le entrega.  
 
Line: y como funciona? Con pitos, dices?  
 
Ismeal: apenas ven algo sospechoso, o uno no se…que este  parado asi largo rato, se acerca a uno y 
dice; a ver a quien esta usted buscando? no sabe que contestar y sospechosamente, por ejemplo 
váyase antes de que salgan los vecinos… y le hagan hacer que se vaya en su auto y se van también. 
Y a otras personas igual. 
 
Line: y no vuelve? 
 
Ismael: no vuelve. 
 
Line: pero tal vez vuelve otros personas? 
 
 
Interview with Omar Loayza, President of Tembladerani (Omar1) 
 
Line: pues, si quieres presentarte….? 
 
Omar Loayza: (…) seguridad ciudadana, organizaciones (…) entiende como persona como trabaja 
la policía… 
 
Line: exactamente. Y los vecinos, como trabajan juntos, como trabajan… también lo que tu piensas 
que es importante. 
 
Omar Loayza: ya, mi nombre es Omar Loayza, soy presidente de la zona Loa, que pertenece a lo 
que es mas conocido como la macro zona de Tembladerani. Nosotros contamos con, a la entrada de 
la zona con una estacion policial MAEPI, una estacion policial integral, donde atiende, es la central 
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del macrodistrito de Cotahuma. Que contempla a todas las zonas, que atienden las treinta zonas en 
todo el distrito de Cotahuma. Lastimosamente no cumple mucho muy bien su función en tema de la 
policía. Cuando los vecinos tienen algún problema, yo incluso he tenido problemas, no responde, no 
reacciona, y la policía mas que todo no se… espera de que se cometa el hecho... no trabaja con 
amenazas, con empujones, agresiones menores como les llaman, y eso esperan de que estés 
ensangrentado, con los brazos rotos, para recién sentar la denuncia, incluso cuando pasa eso ellos, 
se desligan de todo eso, dicen “no, no atendemos este caso... ya tienen ustedes las pruebas, 
solamente conciliaciones entre vecinos, yo me pego con usted o con el, esa parte, nada mas”. 
Exclusivamente entre familiares, cosas menores, que no debería ser así el tema de seguridad. Para 
nuestra zona, es una de laz zonas catalogadas un poco roja, bajo la zona mayormente se cuenta con 
unas… como cinco casas, cinco familias, pesadas se puede decir,  
 
Line: con problemas? 
 
Omar Loayza: con muchos problemas. Por ejemplo yo me encontraba con uno cerca a mi casa que 
hacen tomar a menores, diez-doce años. Son constantemente, todos los dias, ya viene la fiscalia  
todo eso, pero la policia no, se basa mas en sus normas, para yo creo… a veces no funcionan. 
Porque mayormente el reglamento no se aplica. Entonces que es lo que se hace? Nosotros como 
vecinos “seguridad ciudadana” como representantes, tenemos que conversar con las casas, llegar a 
un acuerdo, negociar. porque tampoco no podemos arriesgar nuestra seguridad por la seguridad de 
otras personas. Concientizar, agruparnos como en esta caso de Ismael.. Agruparse entre vecinos, 
hacer la visita correspondiente conversar con las familias y llegar a un acuerdo para que no cometan 
las (obras). Anteriormente, ya en mi zona había unos dos casos, llegan igual linchamientos, iban a 
las casas sacaban a las personas, los botaban, quemaban los rateros, sacaban entre varios 
 
Line: los vecinos? 
 
Omar Loayza: movilidades antes quemaban en la zona… 
 
Freddy Mercado: haremos un corte 
 
 
Interview with Omar Loayza  
(Omar2) 
Visit to Nueva Vida 26/1/14 
 
Asamblea de vecinos en Nueva Vida. Alredor de 25 personan participan. Yo vine con el presidente 
del comité de vigilancia en Cotahuma, Freddy Mercado, y sus colegas Omar Loayza de 
Tembladerani y Ismael Quintanilla de Pasankeri.  
 
Vecino1: nosotros estamos un poco rezagados de cualquier ayuda económico, en material, en 
piedra, en arena, y esas cosas necesitamos, es primordial. Es muy preocupante aquí es esta zona.  
 
Los vecinos piden que la delegación del comité de vigilancia vaya con ellos para ver los terrenos y 
las deslizamientos por causa de la lluvia.  
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Omar: Mira, (punta a una casa en construcción), ese lo han hecho solos, con sus propias manos y 
propios recursos. Es que el municipio o el alcalde no les dan dinero. Es así en estas zonas, donde no 
tienen este que se llama certificado de nacimiento 
 
Line: ah entonces informal? 
 
Omar: si informal, exacto. Entonces el municipio no puede apoyar, no dan recursos a lugares 
informales.  
 
Line: Pero ser un barrio informal, no necesariamente quiero decir que tambien en ilegal, o que? 
Pueden estar aquí digamos, solo es que no son registrados? 
 
Omar: pero con estos propiedades, es lo ilógico, pues pagan sus impuestos, la alcaldia les cobren 
impuestos, pero no les distribuyen obras. Debería ser lo mismo 
 
Line: asi, si das, tambien recibes? 
 
Omar: pero asi no es, aquí es contrario.  
 
Luego en la caminata por el barrio, tengo una conversación con Omar Loayza sobre los patrullajes 
y linchamientos 
 
Omar: los desaparecen o los queman, ahí se acabo… eso.. no hacen mas patrullajes.. uno silba y se 
silba.. y el otro tema de los patrullajes con la policía constantemente salen, dos veces a la semana, 
en las noches, organizados todo eso. Ellos se organizan. Pero los otros zonas son lo de mas, 
muñecos colgados, pasa algo lo linchan, y eso es precedente en estas zonas no van a permitir mas 
de estas cosas, pero no hacen digamos después patrullajes 
 
Line: los presidentes dicen que ya no hacemos este, pero lo hacen? 
 
Omar: sigue habiendo, en todas las zonas, que ninguna zona lo va a admitir, uno por el tema de la 
responsabilidad… porque pasa algo después directamente se van con el dirigente, haga un 
participado, quien ha sido el encabezador? Quien es el de la zona? el dirigente. Porque él es el que 
da la cara al… 
 
Line: pero quien lo hace? Asi, si estan asi mas o menos organizados, me imagino en alguna manera, 
quien es…? 
 
Omar: el que organiza todo eso son las juntas, los presidentes conjuntamente con los vecinos mas 
activos, y se encargan desde decir esto, estas linchamientos… vamos a hacer esto… asi ciao 
terreno.. o ciao, pierden estos su propiedad, tu ves digamos, cuantos vecinos están… cuantos son? 
Cien… terrenos ciento cincuenta, pero deberían estar solo cien. Pero a veces los vecinos, nos 
abstenemos porque… la reunión es de aquí de la zona, pero no se les presiona. En el tema de El 
Alto, no bajan a la reunión, tres reuniones, tu propiedad te quitan o tal vez multa asi deciden… acá 
nosotros no participamos así. 
 
Line: pero tienen la autoridad de realmente darles multas? O lo hacen solamente? 
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Omar: Tienen. Es que es muy… Lo hacen, quitan. Algunos quitan el terreno, les quitan el terreno y 
lo vuelvan parque. Y ni la alcaldía puede reclamar si es propiedad privada ni se mete. Todavía los 
mismos vecinos dicen esto lo hemos vuelto parque porque este vecino no venia. No venia a tres 
asambleas. Listo. Se acabo. 
 
Line: ah si, por eso a veces aparecen masas de gente? Porque ya también tienen miedo de perder su 
propiedad o recibir una multa por no hacerlo? Asi que es parte de la comunidad digamos? 
 
Omar: es así, es así mayormente sobre todo lo que es El Alto, las zonas, de el alto, aquí en La Paz 
no hay esa costumbre de obligar a la persona a que hagan reuniones y que coloquen muñecos, por 
mas que se coloquen multas, no tenemos esa costumbre de cobrar digamos… 
 
 
 
 
 
